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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION
The ability to express thoughts through written symbols
has traditionally been considered basic to the profile of
the educated person.

Written expression is valuable for

communicating thoughts to others and as a means of selfexpression.

Writing affords the opportunity to make one's

best thoughts permanent.
According to current literature, writing is perceived
not only as an important communication tool and as a means
of self-expression, but also as a powerful process through
which the writer discovers meaning for himself.

Instead of

simply transcribing what has been preconceived in the
writer's mind, the act of writing itself often facilitates
thought processes in the writer.

Donald Murray, a profes-

sional writer and professor of writing at the University of
New Hampshire, views writing as a process through which
meaning is evolved.

He states:

"Writing is a significant

kind of thinking in which the symbols of language assume a
purpose of their own and instruct the writer during the
composing process."

(43:3)

If writing provides a means of

learning as well as a channel for communication and selfexpression, its value to the educational process takes on
even deeper significance.
In the last several years there has been an increased
interest in the writing process and in the teaching of
writing.

The College Entrance Examination Board restored
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the writing sample in its examinations.

Composition became

an area eligible for funding through the National Institute
of Education.

(2:1)

Funds for writing assessment have also

been allocated by the Educational Testing Service, the
National Commission on Education, and most State Departments.
(28:96)

In 1974 the Bay Area Writing Project (BAWP) was

initiated which, with its affiliates, trains teachers in
writing methods in the belief that students' writing
proficiencies are dependent upon teachers' knowledge and
implementation of the subject.

(46: 45)

The media popularized the concept of a "writing crisis"
in the December 8, 1975, cover story of Newsweek, "Why
Johnny Can't Write."

The article voiced concern over the

lack of writing abilities among students and cited statistics
pointing to a decline in scores on such national tests as
the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) and the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).

Scores on the SAT in

verbal skills showed a twelve-year-long decline and, in
1975, students' SAT scores showed the largest drop in two
decades.

{54:58)

The NAEP had been testing and evaluating

the writing skills of Americans between the ages of nine and
thirty-five since 1969.

The studies in 1975 revealed that

the essays of thirteen to seventeen year olds specifically
showed increases in awkwardness, run-on sentences, and
incoherent paragraphs.

(54:58-9)

The BAWP was developed in 1974 at the University of
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California at Berkeley as a response to a concern for the
quality of writing being produced by college-bound students
in California's nine Bay Area counties.

James Gray,

Berkeley's supervisor of English education and a BAWP
co-director, recalled, "What first appeared as a temporary,
local problem, turned out to be a near total breakdown in
writing instruction at all school levels throughout the
state."

(46:44)

In 1975-6 Berkeley, which draws from the top twelve
percent of the state's secondary students, had forty-five
percent of its freshman students enrolled in a remedial
English course.

Enrollment in the remedial course was

required for students failing to score 600 or above on the
language portion of the SAT and subsequent failure of the
university essay exam.

(46:44)

The BAWP was first supported by the university and
several Bay Area school districts.

The project was expanded

throughout the United States when the National Endowment for
the Humanities offered grant money to be matched by local
sources, with the expectation that each site would support
itself locally after one year.

(46:44)

The BAWP has been renamed the National Writing Project.
The Iowa affiliate, the Southeast Iowa Writing Project
(SIWP), has held writing instruction workshops for teachers
during the summers of 1979 through 1982 at various sites
throughout the state.
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Another response to students' lack of writing skills
has been the reinstatement of writing competency examinations.

For example, the University of Northern Iowa (UNI)

has reinstated the examination as a graduation requirement
and has designed a remedial course in basic discourse which
has a specific goal of helping students gain the basic
writing techniques necessary to pass the test.
Universities with open admissions policies such as the
City University of New York (CUNY) noticed a large percentage
of students deficient in writing skills.

Harvey Wiener of

CUNY cited the work of Mina Shaughnessy, Errors and
Expectations ,· in which she labeled these students, "Basic
Writers," and found that their lack of skill stemmed from
inexperience rather than lack of logic and/or talent.
Shaughnessy explained that one school's remedial student may
be another's regular or even advanced freshman.

Thus,

Weiner hypothesized that on campuses such as Stanford, Brown,
and the University of Wisconsin, there are students who do
not have the range of problems of CUNY students, but who
still fail to meet the standards of their own campuses.
(58:87)

One public reaction to the problem of student writing
has been to clamor for a return to what were perceived as
basic skills.

According to Donald Graves in his "Research

Update" for the Committee on Research, National Council of
Teachers of English (NCTE), the recent national focus on a
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return to the basics has "deified" the writing instruction
of the past.

Adults and teachers alike equate the basics

with the teaching of grammar and place the accent on the
punitive aspects of writing remembered from their school
experience.

Grammar, discipline, and writing were mentioned

in the same sentence, and the teaching of grammar was
mentioned as a way of combating the lack of discipline in
the schools.

The people interviewed seldom mentioned the

communicative functions of writing.
After a year's study on the status of writing for the
Ford Foundation, Graves concluded that the writing problem
has arisen because students are not regularly expressing
their thoughts in writing.
Writing is extolled, worried over, cited as
a national priority, but seldom practiced.
The problem with writing is not poor
spelling, punctuation, grammar, and handwriting. The problem with writing is no
writing.
(27:636)
Arthur Applebee's recent study (1981) of conditions
involving secondary school writing echoed Graves' view.

In

observational studies of classrooms involving various
disciplines, 44% of class time was found to involve writing
of the notetaking, fill-in-the-blank, short answer variety.
Only 3% of class time involved writing of at least paragraph
length.

Even in English classes, only 10% of observed class

time involved paragraph-length writing.

(1:58)

This writer, an English teacher, became interested in
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writing out of concern for writing proficiencies among her
own students and through involvement in the Spirit Lake,
Iowa School District's development of a K-12 language arts
curriculum.

Spirit Lake is a community of approximately

3,200 in the northwest corner of the state.

The elementary,

junior high, and high school are housed in separate buildings
with a total student body of 1,325 drawing from a school
district population of 6,500.
During the initial phases of curricular planning, a
fragmented skills approach was taken in which checklists of
grammar, punctuation, capitalization, and spelling objectives
were designed for grades K-12.

However, as some of the

teachers began reading the current literature regarding
writing theory, research, and practice from the NCTE
publications, it became apparent that there had been a shift
in the way writing instruction was being viewed.

Instead of

recommending the teaching of various skills in isolation,
the literature emphasized the importance of integrating them
with the actual writing process.

Thus, in the Spirit Lake

School~s writing curriculum, skills of punctuation, capitalization, and usage were to be taught through actual writing
experiences.
Further examination of the literature, including studies
by James Britton (1978), Janet Emig (1971), and Graves (1975),
showed that there had been a shift in the way writing
instruction was viewed.

Researchers and educators explain
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that there can be a shift in a paradigm or theoretical model
which is embraced by a certain discipline when the values,
problems, and questions of the members no longer apply to
that model.

In the teaching of English, the main emphasis

has become viewing writing as a process rather than the
product, or the end result of the writing.

The shift can be

characterized by the way questions about composition are
asked.

Before we may have asked, "What are the forms of

good writing?n

Now the question has become, "How is good

writing performed?n

(16:x)

Although the researchers and educators in the writing
field are concerned with different strategies and take
varying perspectives, the common thread which runs through
the different observations and findings is that writing has
become viewed as a process.

The stages may be labeled

differently, the instructional approaches may vary, but most
of the literature concentrates on what is happening as the
writer writes.
In further perusal of the current literature on writing
instruction, certain philosophical ideas regarding education
(specifically in regard to the writing process) emerged.
Since this writer had studied selected books by John Dewey,
it became apparent to her that certain ideas implicit in
current literature about the writing process are reminiscent
of those in the following works of Dewey:

The School and

Socie•ty- ·(1900), ·The: Chi:ld :a;nd the· Curr'iculum (1902),

and
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Experience and Education (1938).

Both the current views and

his philosophy place an emphasis on "learning by doing" and
take the activity to be an end in itself.

Both philosophies

find fault with the subject matter approach of handing down
material to a passive learner.

They favor instead an

experience approach where a child is provided experiences
which arise from his own life.

The parallels between Dewey

and the new writing philosophy may give additional credence
to this new approach to writing instruction.
Stephen Judy, currently a professor of writing instruction at Michigan State University and a former editor of the
English ,-lournal, comments on current views within the English
profession regarding the teaching of writing:
• • • it would be inaccurate to imply that
there is anything approaching unanimity
within the English teaching profession on
how writing ought to be taught. Some
general points of agreement, however, are
adhered to throughout the country and can
be used as cardinal principles for
evaluating existing programs and developing
new ones.
(32:19)
This study is an explication of nine contentions found
to be representative of the current orientation to the
teaching of writing.

Through a review of the literature, it

becomes evident that these contentions are not entirely new,
but that they have recently received new emphasis and focus.
A history of writing instruction from 1898 to the middle
1960's is presented in Chapter Two.

Those aspects of writing

instruction which bear a relationship to the present
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contentions provide the main focus of the chapter.

Strong

emphasis is given to three early works of John Dewey, whose
educational philosophy is seen to parallel ideas in the
present contentions.
The contentions which, it is argued, form the basis of
current belief as to what constitutes good writing instruction, are identified and explained in Chapter Three.
Theories and empirical research findings which are seen as
supporting them are presented.

In fact, discussion of the

literature on writing instruction from the middle 1960's to
the present is an integral part of the explication of the
contentions.

From the middle 1960's to the present, findings

supporting the contentions have increased substantially.
Several key works of this period are frequently cited in the
literature.

These newer works, along with those of the past

by philosopher John Dewey, are liberally referred to in the
exp-lication of the contentions.

Chapter Four presents

recommendations for the classroom based on the contentions. In
Chapter Five implications of the study are discussed.
The fundamental purpose of the study is to identify,
explain, and support contentions that constitute the current
paradigm in the teaching of writing.

It is hoped that the

study, by bringing these ideas into an orderly and clear
perspective, will prove valuable to those educators whose
challenge is the teaching of writing.
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Chapter 2
HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES OF COMPOSITION
AS RELATED TO CURRENT WRITING CONTENTIONS

Looking at composition from an historical perspective
is valuable for several reasons.

At present, ideas about

the English curriculum seem to be in a state of "transition."
When this ''state of flux" is looked at from an historical
viewpoint, it becomes evident that ideas concerning English
instruction were never "static."

Secondly, study of the

past may not directly answer the questions of the present,
but implications for the present can certainly be realized
through historical study.

A wider viewpoint can be gained

through examining a discipline's history.
history are put into perspective.

Events in that

Ultimately, study of the

past may enable students to embark upon the future with
greater confidence.

(23:6)

This chapter presents the historical development of
composition from 1894 to the present.

Philosophies, events,

and studies which are forerunners of present ideas about
composition receive emphasis.

Selected materials from the

middle 1960's to the present are only briefly summarized in
this chapter, as they are more relevant to the purposes of
the explication in Chapter 3.
· Repo·rt o·f the Commi:ttee of Ten
In the late 1800's, problems concerning college entrance
were felt by secondary school educators.

Much of the
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controversy in the English field involved the prescribed
selection of literary works for examination purposes.

The

object of the literature selection was to provide topics for
English composition.

Since the topics for the examinations

were announced a year in advance, they had a way of dictating
the secondary school curriculum, and there was disagreement
between the colleges and secondary schools regarding the
choice of topics.
Each candidate for admission was required to write a
short composition in which he demonstrated correct use of
spelling, punctuation, grammar, and expression.

Since the

composition requirements placed an emphasis on "surface
correctness," this was another source of controversy as some
members of the profession felt more emphasis should be
placed on the content.

(1:30)

The lack of agreement in English as well as other
subject areas led to the appointment of a Committee of Ten
by the National Education Association (NEA).

The committee

was comprised of a distinguished group of American educators
and was headed by Charles Eliot, president of Harvard.
Working in a series of commissions, each consisting of ten
members, they issued a report of their recommendations in
1894.

(1:30-31)
One purpose of examining educational documents is to

see what the leaders of the field considered important at a
particular period of time.

(36:8)

Examination of the
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Report .of the Committee of Ten .(1894) reveals the beliefs
held by the authorities of the day regarding English
instruction.

Two main policies in the document had a

profound effect on English instruction:

(1) English was

unified into two main divisions, the study of English
language and the study of literature; (2) the study of
English was to be included in every student's high school
program during each of the four high school years.

(1:33)

The report began with a statement of purpose:
The main objects of the teaching of English
in schools seem to be two:
(1) to enable
the pupil to understand the expressed
thoughts of his own; and (2) to cultivate a
taste for reading, to give the pupil some
acquaintance with good literature and to
furnish him with the means of extending
that acquaintance.
(1:33)
Although much of the report involved the traditional
"doctrine of formal discipline," the report's statement of
purpose indicates the communicative aspects of composition
rather than matters of a mechanical nature.
other than "surface correctness"

Considerations

are also apparent in the

committee's requirements for English at the elementary
level.

The report stated that children should begin to

compose in writing not later than the third school year.
Two of the three recommendations regarding "language-work"
in grades 3-6 show consideration for the thoughts and
experiences of the child rather than surface skills.

The

other recommendation involved exercises for correct language
use.
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2. Oral and written exercises in the most
elementary form of composition, that is,
in the construction of sentences of various
kinds.
The matter out of which the sentences
are to be constructed may, if necessary, be
supplied by the teacher; but the pupil
should, from his earliest years, be encouraged
to furnish his own material, expressing his
own thoughts in a natural way. The greatest
care should be taken to make these exercises
practical rather than technical and to avoid
the errors of old-fashioned routine method
of instruction in grammar.
3. The writing of narratives and descriptions.
These exercises should begin with the third
school-year and should be continued throughout the course. The subjects assigned
should gradually increase in difficulty:
in
the seventh and eighth school-years, if not
earlier; they may often be suggested by the
pupil's observation or personal experience.
(36:9}
The .P.r.og,r,essi.v:e Move.me,nt
At this same period of time, the nation was experiencing
the effects of the Progressive Movement on the political
scene.

The progressives were in opposition to the liberal

reformers who wanted to restrict government power and rely
on an educated elite to make decisions for the nation.
(49:184}

Traditionally in America, most political parties
favored restricting governmental power, but the progressives
saw a danger in the power of the plutocrats.

In the past,

Americans had feared the tyrannical repercussions of a
strong government; in the late nineteenth century, there was
a body of Americans who feared the tyranny of the plutocrats.
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Henry J. Perkinson (1968) elucidates the political
philosophy of the progressives:
Here we come to the heart of the Progressive
Movement, the essence of its political
philosophy. If the American democracy
became truly a democracy, the progressives
argued--if the people participated more
fully in governmental decisions; if they,
in short, became the government itself-then the perennial fears of strong government
would disappear. The people could not fear
government if they were themselves that
government.
The genius of progressivism
lay in its adoption of a wide variety of
strategies to increase public participation
in political and governmental decisions.
(49:184-5)
The success of progressive political thought was
contingent on the role played by the schools to aid its
implementation.

The liberal reformers, in advocating a

limited government dependent on an intellectual elite,
believed it was the function of the schools to "prepare
citizens who accepted rational authority, citizens who
accepted the leadership of men of superior intelligence
and virtue."

(49:172)

A spokesman for the liberal reformers, William T.
Harris, who later became the U.S. Commissioner of Education,
conceived the school to be an institution in which the
students learned to accept authority, learned habits which
contributed to a sense of social order, artd were instructed
in subject matter which enabled them to appreciate society.
(49:170-172}
In contrast, the progressives called for an education
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that would enable the child to reach his full potential in
order that he could take part in the political life of his
country.

They found John Dewey's theories of education to

be compatible with their political philosophy; John Dewey's
name was soon to become synonymous with progressivism.
(49:185-191)
The School and Society
Dewey had accepted the chairmanship of the Department
of Philosophy, Psychology, and Pedagogy at the University of
Chicago in 1894.

In 1896, he founded the university's

laboratory school which became a place for him to try out
his theories.

(1:48}

His book, The School and Society (1899) was a result of
a series of lectures he had given to the parents of laboratory school children.

Arthur N. Applebee (1974) said of

Dewey:
In this (The School and Society) and his
later writings, Dewey presented' a provocative and timely analysis of the interrelationships among education, the
community, and the nature of the child,
giving strong voice to what came to be
known as the progressive movement in
education.
(1:48}
Dewey's ideas, as evidenced in both The School and
Society and The Child and the Curriculum (1902), are
perceived by this writer as being pertinent to the present
study for two reasons:

(1) our understanding of the

history of composition may deepen when we view it in the
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context of Dewey's ideas~

(2) many present day contentions

regarding writing instruction have their roots in his
philosophy.
An explication of selected ideas from the two works by
Dewey, The School and Society and The Child and the
Curriculum. follows.
In The School and Society, Dewey reasoned that since
society had undergone change as a result of the Industrial
Revolution, if education was to have any meaning in relation
to life experiences, the school also had to go throu,3h a
transformation.

The evolutionary process of the schools was

in progress and was evidenced in modifications of the
present day.

(10:28)

Dewey argued that in reform it is necessary to take the
broad view rather than the individual view.

Although

parents and teachers have the individual as a prime
interest, the outlook must be widened.

"What the best and

wisest parent wants for his own child, that must the
community want for all its children."

(10:7)

Dewey takes the reader back several generations to a
time when the household was the center of life and all of
the members of that household were responsible for its
operation.

Through working as a member of the household

community, the child learned discipline and responsibility,
which led to the development of his character.

In the

household community, the members had to participate in the
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real life functions which were necessary for the survival of
the unit.
The contrast of the real life experiences to the
present day formalized object lessons of the schools was
apparent.

Dewey suggested that the school should develop

experiences for the child which have characteristics

that

are true to life.
A tragic weakness of the school was perceived to be its
lack of "social spirit."

Society was defined as "a number

of people held together because they are working along
common lines, in a common spirit, with reference to common
aims."

(10:14)

When active work is in progress, the school can be
organized on a social basis.

The principle of school

discipline comes into a discussion of this type of school
community.

If a spirit of cooperation is fostered among

the members of the community, discipline, though not in a
narrow, formal sense, becomes a reality.

(10:16-17)

A classroom that has forms of "active occupations"
becomes a "miniature community," an "embryonic society"
in which the child has a chance to participate in "directed
living" rather than participating in abstract lessons.
(10:18)

Dewey purports that the ideas and ideals which have
been discussed in the first chapter of his book need to be
realized fully in the schools:
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To do this means to make each one of our
schools an embryonic community life, active
with types of occupations that reflect the
life of the larger society and permeated
throughout with the spirit of art, history,
and science. When the school introduces and
trains each child of society into membership
within such a little community, saturating
him with the spirit of service, and providing
him with the instruments of effective selfdirection, we shall have the deepest and
best guarantee of a larger society which is
worthy, lovely, and harmonious.
(10:29)
Within The School and Society are ideas that relate
specifically to language, reading, and writing.

Since a

child is active, "running over," "spilling over," with
activities of all kinds, the problem of education is to give
the activities direction.

Materials and equipment must be

made available for the child through which he can express
himself.

After he expresses his "impulse,"

example of a child drawing)

(Dewey gives an

the teacher then "through

criticism, question, and suggestion" can "bring him to
consciousness of what he has done, and what he needs to
do."

(10: 40)
In regard to language instruction, Dewey theorizes that

when language is divorced from its "natural purpose," it
naturally presents a difficult teaching problem.

When it is

isolated from the interests of the child, it becomes empty
repetition.

If the language does not grow out of a real

desire to communicate one's ideas, impressions, and beliefs,
the teacher finds it difficult to interest students in any
kind of spontaneous speech.
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Dewey continues:
Moreover, when the language instinct is
appealed to in a social way, there is a
continual contact with reality. The
result is that the child always has
something to say; he has a thought to
express, and a thought is not a thought
unless it is one's own. On the traditional
method, the child must say something that
he has merely learned. There is all the
difference in the world between having
something to say and having to say something.
The child who has a variety of materials
and facts wants to talk about them, and his
language becomes more refined and full,
because it is controlled and informed by
realities.
(10:56)
In reference to the three R's, reading, writing, and
numbers, Dewey likewise advocates learning which is
realized through the experiences of the child.

The child

needs his own personal experiences that will furnish him
with a motive to gain further information through books.
Reading, writing, and number work can be used while
students are engaged in various activities in all areas of
the curriculum.

The teacher needs to be aware of the

learning opportunities to be gained from the activities and
approach them in a systematic way.

(10:111-113)

Dewey believes growth occurs when a child has a
question which is his own and he actively seeks an answer to
it by selecting the appropriate materials with which to
arrive at a solution.

The process calls for "reflective

attention," involving "judging," "reasoning," and
"deliberation."

Dewey makes the contrast between the person
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who seeks a solution to his own problems through "reflective
attention" and the one who is hande~ "ready-made materials
(books, object lessons, teacher talks, etc.)" so that the
child's education becomes merely a repeating of what the
teacher has said.

Children need to be presented with real

life problems to which they can "voluntarily" seek an
answer (10:149)
The Child and the Curriculum
The Child and the Curriculum, which is one of the
earliest descriptions of a "child-centered," experiencebased view of education, was published at a time when the
prevailing educational theory viewed subject matter as all
important, existing for its own sake.

Dewey was an innovator

in that he perceived the educative process as more than
handing down a "relatively fixed body of subject matter items
to a new generation."

Moreover, he was active in promoting

educational change, propounding a philosophy which placed
the child at the center of his own learning and which "gave
full emphasis to real interests and to learning through
doing."

(11:viii)

Dewey explains that different educational sects arise
out of divergent ways in which the child and curriculum are
viewed.

One view regards the subject matter of the curricu-

lum as the main focus of education: the other views the
experience of the child as the necessary object of attention.
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In the subject matter approach the child's task is to
"receive and accept" information.

The goals and methods of

this view are determined by the subject matter.

This type

of learning is best achieved when the child is a "docile,"
"ductile" learner.

The contrasting view centers upon the

child, emphasizing the importance of the child's experience.
The child's development and growth is the focus, with
subject matter viewed as the instrument to achieve growth.
The child's self-realization rather than the acquisition of
knowledge and information is the aim.

(11:9)

Dewey states that subject matter should not be viewed
as outside the child's experience.

He feels it is necessary

to dispel the idea that there is "some gap in kind (as
distinct from degree) between the child's experience and the
various forms of subject-matter that make up the course of
study."

(11:11)

The child needs to realize that his own experience
contains within it many of the same truths and facts that
are in the subject matter1 and that within his experience is
also contained "the attitudes, the motives, and the interests
which have operated in developing and organizing the subjectmatter to the plane it now occupies."

(11:11)

The studies need to be perceived as part of the child's
experience, and that there are stages to discover "between
the child's present experience and their richer maturity."
When subject matter is not viewed as belonging outside the
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child's experience, complete in itself; and the child's
experience is perceived as something which is vital and
growing; "we realize that the child and the curriculum are
simply two limits which define a single process."

(11:11)

Likewise, guidance need not be viewed as an either/or
proposition forcing the child from without or leaving him on
his own.

The teacher does not leave the child to his own

devices, expecting him to figure things out for himself but
instead develops an environment that affords the stimulation
which leads to growth.

The child's "development is a

definite process, having its own law which can be fulfilled
only when adequate and normal conditions are provided."
(11:17)

The value of our heritage of knowledge is that it can be
used to determine the environment of the child.

It is the

teacher, rather than the child, who needs to use all available
knowledge to determine what that environment should be.
Then, the teacher can perceive what "capacities, the fulfillments, in truth and beauty and behavior, open to these
children."

The teacher must see that the conditions in

which he surrounds the child let him move to exercise his
present capacities and realize his present attitudes.

The

teacher must have knowledge of the curriculum to enable this
to become an actuality.

(11:31)

Reading the short works which were just reviewed allows
one to understand the "intellectual reorientation in which
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Dewey played so major a role."

(7:xii)

It is important to remember that the works were written
at a time when Dewey was attacking a "still entrenched and
often unthinking educational system."

(7:xii)

Dewey as philosopher, logician, and
educator mirrored the changes of his times,
but he was also one of the few individuals
whose new outlook on man and society did
more than a little to accelerate the movements which have made the twentieth century
intellectually what it is.
(7:vii)
When pertinent, this writer attempts to illustrate in
the rest of this study how Dewey's "outlook" has influenced
the teaching of composition not only in Dewey's own time but
in the philosophies of the present.
The Reorganization Movement
Even as the writings of John Dewey were giving English
teachers new goals, other forces at the time of the
Committee of Ten were proposing an opposite line of thought.
In response to the colleges, an 1899 report from the NEA
Committee on College Entrance Requirements restated the
belief that there should be no differentiation between
college preparatory students' curriculum and that of
students who intended to terminate their schooling with high
school.

The committee also objected to "college domination"

of the structure of English courses.

Instruction in

literature and composition was patterned after "studies of
rhetoric:

narration, description, and exposition, for
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example, were each given a semester of emphasis."

(1: 49)

Where before many English leaders saw the combining of
literature and composition as desirable, there was a change
of attitude, since the authorities in the field wanted
composition to receive emphasis.

The colleges' listing of

a prescribed selection of books was still causing the most
dissatisfaction.
In 1910 the college entrance controversy resulted in a

reorganization movement to counteract the college proposals,
leading in 1911 to the formation of the National Council of
Teachers of English (NCTE).

(1~49-51)

James Fleming Hosie, head of the Department of English
at Chicago Teacher's College, was the first secretary of
NCTE.

Hosic's idol was John Dewey, whom he physically

resembled.

Hosie founded, at his own expense, the English

Journal, a publication which the NCTE used to give publicity
to their views.
The reorganization movement advocated a course relevant
to the needs and interests of young people and based on
experience.

More oral and written composition drawn from

the child's own experience was desired.

(24:46-49)

A summary of the statements of the reorganization movement can be found in a report compiled by Hosie entitled,
Reorganization of English in Secondary Schools (1917).
That this report took a stand against the "doctrine of
formal discipline" and looked instead to an experience
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upproach to composition is illustrated by the following
brief excerpt:
1. Training in composition is of equal
importance with the study of literature
and should have an equal allowance of time.
Composition work should find place in
every year of the school course.
2. Subjects for composition should be
drawn chiefly from the pupil's life and
experience. To base theme work mainly
upon the literature studied leads pupils
to think of composition as a purely
academic exercise, bearing little
relation to life.
3. Oral work should be conducted in
intimate relation with written work, and
ordinarily the best results will follow
when both are taught by the same teacher.
4. Theory and practice should go hand in
hand. The principles of grammar and
rhetoric should be taught at the time and
to the extent that they are aids to
expression.
5.
If examinations are given, they should
be so framed as to be a test of power
rather than of mere memory.
(36:10)
During the reorganization period the climate was
propitious for reform.

Since there was tremendous growth

in the high school population involving many different
kinds of students, the progressive idea of teaching a
broadened curriculum was well received.

(24:50)

Relating composition to life experiences rather than the
subject matter of literature coincided with Dewey's concept
of the child and the curriculum.

Another work of Dewey,

Democracy and Education, was published in 1916, and was the
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most comprehensive statement of his entire educational
philosophy.

(7:xi)
The Experience Curriculum

During the United States' involvement in world War I,
the English curriculum was characterized by an "inspirational" tone rather than any particular methodology.

The

emphasis in the classroom was on patriotism and the building
of morale.

(1:67-8)

The years between the two world wars were a time of new
developments in the English field led by the ideas and
actions of the Progressive Education Association.

Two

major movements were responsible for the changes.

One was

the application of science to the curriculum, as evidenced
in a concern for efficiency and objective measurement.
The other was a view of curriculum which consisted of
experiences, or "purposeful acts" such as writing a letter
or solving a problem.

(1: 79-80)

In 1929, the NCTE appointed a Curriculum Commission to
investigate the best current practices in English instruction.

It was hoped that the results would provide a

stabilizing point for the different directions English
seemed to be taking. (1:119)
The commission, under the chairmanship of w. Wilbur
Hatfield, published its report entitled, An Experience
Curriculum in English (1935}, which clearly advocated a
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great variety of experiences to foster creativity.

According

to Sarah Lundsteen (1976), the commission report contained
"a wealth of detailed suggestions for classroom teachers.

....

Values stemming from actual communication,

relationships between oral and written expression, functions
of imaginative and factual writing and other 'modern'
concerns were treated sympathetically.

. . .

II

(2:10)

Lundsteen further explains that the Experience
Curriculum and the previously discussed documents, the
Hosie Report and the Report of the Committee of Ten,
although "influential" were not without opposition:
Antagonism sprang up quickly and attracted
many followers. Some of this opposition
was a healthy dynamism within the profession.
Some was opposition for the sake of publicity.
There were and are many sources of conflict.
An upsurge in research in the 1920s and
1930s revealed new data about child and
adult vocabulary, spelling facility, job
needs, and individual differences. Gulfs
between college preparation and individual
differences became wider, with compulsory
education and nearly universal high school
attendance. And there were those with
vested interests or those who stayed with
earlier concepts because of respect for
"worthy tradition." (2: 11)
Experience and Education
John Dewey's work, Experience and Education (1938),
was written as an answer to the opposition he had met
concerning progressive schools and his own theories.

The

work shows how Dewey reformulated his ideas in the face of
conflicting opinions and presented guidelines for unity.
(12:7-11)
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In Experience and Education, Dewey cautioned that a
philosophy of education should not be polarized into two
camps, one advocating progressivism and the other
traditionalism.

Instead of dwelling on the controversies

involving the "isms," we should examine the reasons for
the differing philosophies and formulate a new mode of
conceptions based on the real needs of education.

(12:6)

Dewey believed above all else in the "organic connection between experience and education."

He cautioned that

all experience is not educative and felt the quality of
experience was important.

Experiences should be the kind

that lead to productive future experiences.

A philosophy

of education based on experience must have a plan for
deciding upon "subject matter, methods of instruction and
discipline, and upon material equipment and social organization of the school.

...

II

(12:28)

Educators should have an awareness of the type of
environment which fosters experiences that lead to growth:
Above all, they should know how to utilize
the surroundings, physical and social,
that exist so as to extract from them all
that they have to contribute to building
up experiences that are worthwhile.
(12:40)
For Dewey, "the most important attitude that can be
formed is that of a desire to go on learning."

(12:48)

Dewey acknowledged in his last chapter that there was
oiscontent at that time among educators.

He saw education

as having to move in one way or another, "either back into
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a pre-scientific age or forward to ever greater utilization
of scientific method in the development of the possibilities
of growing, expanding experience." {12:89)
Dewey felt that the greatest disservice that could be
done to his philosophy is for followers to have the mistaken
notion that the ideas can be implemented in an "impromptu,"
"improvised" manner.

The new education must be planned and

its adherents need to seriously work together for its
implementation.
What is really important, states Dewey, is education
itself and not the terms such as "progressive" or "new"
education.

{12: 89-91)
Opposition to Progressivism

Dewey's defense of his philosophy did not prevent him
from eventually becoming a scapegoat of those who opposed
the progressive school.

Critics charged that the philosophy

was "anti-intellectual" and that it avoided questions of
values.

There was criticism of the philosophy even when the

movement hit its highest point in the 1930's.

Educators and

scholars such as Robert Hutchins {1936), Mortimer Adler
{1940), and Arthur Bester {1953) either criticized the movement as basically lacking intellectual vigor or offered
traditional alternatives.

{1:184-189)

Membership in the Progressive Education Association
{PEA) had hit a peak in 1938.

Support had declined in the
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war and post war years until the organization dissolved in
1957.

Reasons given for the collapse were varied but

"politics," "national security," "concern for basic education," and the "alleged need to return to the three R's"
offer possible explanations for its downfall.

(15:74)

selected Historical Documents
of the 1940's, 1950's, and 1960's
Although the PEA lost support, the ideas of the
Progressive Movement, as stated by its main spokesman, John
Dewey, were evident in conference reports of the forties,
fifties, and sixties.

The Educational Policies Commission

report (1944) listed five basic objectives for education
which included "personal growth" and "social usefulness,"
reflecting the ideas of the progressives.

The other

objectives were "intellectual curiosity," "pursuit of
happiness," and "rational thought."

(15:73)

The Report of the Harvard Committee (1945) stated,
"Assigned exercises should be close to students' interests
in order that their capacities be developed."

(15:74)

The English Language Arts (ELA) project (1957) had as
its purpose "to study the place of language arts in life
today" and "to prepare a series of volumes on the English
curriculum • • • based on sound democratic principles and
the most adequate research concerning how powers in the
language arts can best be developed."

(15:75)

The writing
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program recommended by ELA was a restating of child-centered
philosophy which added the dimension of child development.
The ELA used Robert J. Havighurst's classic study,
Developmental Tasks and Education (1948).

Through

Havighurst's descriptions of the various developmental stages
in student life, a writing program was sequenced to
correspond to those stages.
The ELA (1956) was similar to An Experience Curriculum
of the 1930's:
The basic concerns of both documents were
the same - student-centeredness and
integration of subject matter. Implicit
in both documents is the feeling that
honest written expression generates from
inside the individual's mind and soul and
that organization and language conventions
are subservient to the individual's desire
to communicate his perceptions of the
world around him.
(15: 78)
In the 60's, Project English, a federally funded
writing program which viewed writing as a basic discipline
involving formal structure, was in force at thirty Project
Centers around the country.

(15:83)

However, the views of fifty American and British
teachers who came together for the Dartmouth Conference
(1966) were a re-echoing of progressive philosophy.

John

Dixon, in Growth Through English (1967), stated the
consensus of opinion at the Conference.

The following is a

random listing of several beliefs:
1. The most important responsibility of
the English program is to enhance the
personal growth of the student.
(55:83)
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2.
In writing the means must be associated
with the end as part of the same lesson.
(14: 13)
3. Exploratory talk should precede writing.
(14:13)
4. Children should be allowed to choose the
form that suits them.
(14:46)

s. The teacher's attitude is very influential
on students as he responds to experiences of
the child and gives comments on writings
shared orally.
(48:36)
6. The teacher works best when he works with
opportunities as they arise in the classroom.
At the same time, the teacher needs knowledge
of a wider perspective.
(14:48)
7. Writing is learned by doing it and
sharing it with real audiences, not by
studying and applying abstract rhetorical
principles in exercises which the teacher
alone wi 11 read and judge.
( 48: 36)
The philosophy expressed at Dartmouth Conference was a
precursor of present day contentions regarding writing
instruction.

The viewpoints of the educators at Dartmouth

are an antithesis to the formalized, structured view of
composition that was the keynote of the 1960's.
In 1958, a "Basic Issues" conference had been held
which had brought together twenty-eight teachers of English
to define the basic issues in the field.

"The most

important assertion was that English must be regarded as a
'fundamental liberal discipline,' a body of specific
knowledge to be preserved and transmitted rather than a set
of skills or an opportunity for guidance and individual
adjustment."

(1: 193)
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In 1965 the College Entrance Examination Board's
Commission on English published its final report,
Freedom and Discipline in English.
having three strands:
tion.

English was viewed as

language, literature, and composi-

As in the "Basic Issues" conference (1958), the

emphasis of the Commission on English report was on
"academics."

(1:202)

According to Applebee, the "academic resurgence" of
the 1960's, "though it began in rejection of progressivism,
in the end led to reestablishment of the authentic parts of
the progressive vision, allowing teachers in the 1970's to
begin again, with new insight and new courage, the difficult task of fundamental educational reform."

(l:lx)

34

Chapter 3
AN EXPLICATION OF NINE CONTENTIONS
REGARDING WRITING INSTRUCTION
The interest in composition instruction since the
early 1970's has produced considerable knowledge.

Theory

has been expounded, studies have been made, educators have
looked for ways to implement the findings in the classroom.
Educator R. D. Walshe stated, "In the past dozen years more
has been discovered about how writing happens at the school
level than in all previous time."

(57:51)

Out of this interest and activity, ideas have evolved
which authorities regard as contentions or assumptions of
good writing instruction.

These contentions have become

apparent through sources such as Moffett, Emig, and
Britton.

The NCTE Commission on Composition, in their

position statement (1974), included several contentions
regarding composition teaching.

(44:219-20)

Other

assumptions about good writing instruction appeared in
NCTE's description of an effective basic skills program
which was prepared at the request of the United States
Office of Education.

(45:220-2)

Although the literature in writing instruction is
diversified and is comprised of the ideas of theorists,
philosophers, researchers, and classroom practitioners,
there is enough uniformity in the newer literature to
acknowledge, as did James Kinneavy, that a new paradigm
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is emerging.

(47:2)

A paradigm is defined as a theoretical model which is
embraced by the members of a certain profession.

"A

paradigm holds sway in a profession when most of its
members share the same values, recognize the same problems,
and agree on similar solutions.

But when the old ideas are

challenged and new ones take their place, practitioners may
develop a new paradigm to coincide with the changes in
thought."

(16:x)

According to Thomas Kuhn, a paradigm is a set of widely
shared opinions and values held by scholars in a certain
discipline which influence how that discipline operates.

"A

paradigm determines, among other things, what is included in
the discipline and what is excluded from it, what is taught
and not taught • • • what research is regarded as valuable
in developing the discipline."

(60:29}

The new set of assumptions regarding writing instruction
can be contrasted to a traditional set of beliefs.
Warriner's textbook, English Grammar and Composition,
provides examples of a traditional point of view.

The text

emphasizes the correct choice of language so that one's
writing reflects that of the educated.

(47:1}

The traditional paradigm places emphasis on what has
been composed rather than on the composing process itself.
(60:31)

A traditional English teacher would administer a

writing assignment and inform the class what was expected to
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be accomplished.

There would be little interaction between

the teacher and student while the writing was being
performed.

The product would be turned in to the teacher

who would write critical remarks, on the assumption that the
student would learn correct writing through the teacher's
corrections.
Other characteristics of this paradigm include its
adherence to the traditional modes of discourse:

exposition,

description, narration, and persuasion; a preoccupation with
usage (syntax, spelling, punctuation}; use of the essay and
research paper as predominant forms of student writing;
analysis of the parts of composition such as words, sentences,
and paragraphs; and a concern for economy, clarity, and
emphasis in written expression.

(60:31}

The beliefs and assumptions of the currently emerging
paradigm provide a contrast to the traditional model.

By a

careful study of writing instruction literature from the
past twelve years, a student in the writing field could
recognize that various contentions about the teaching of
writing stand out in the literature.

This writer has

selected nine contentions that have become apparent to her
through a review of literature and position statements of
the NCTE.

The research and theory of the paradigm is

discussed through the rest of this chapter under chapter
subheadings of the nine selected contentions.
Although each of the contentions is individually
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explicated, there is much interrelation of ideas among the
contentions.

These nine contentions, while having roots in

the past, have received a new emphasis and focus through the
more recent literature.
The following contentions form the basis of the discussion:

Writing is (1) a process, (2) characterized by the

dimensions of purpose and speaker/subject/audience relationships, (3) developmental, (4) thinking on paper, (5) child
centered, (6) in need of the right environment, (7)
necessary for the child to practice, (8) necessary for the
teacher to practice, (9) expedited when the teacher uses
positive criticism.
Contention One:

Writing is a Process

In describing the new paradigm, a widespread contention
is that there has been a shift in viewing student writing
from a preoccupation with the product to an interest in the
actual process a student experiences as he composes.
Donald Murray, a pioneer in teaching the process approach
to writing, characterized the steps that successful writers
such as novelists, journalists, and businessmen follow.
Murray then enabled his students of English education to
experience those same steps in a classroom setting.

(41:lx)

At the beginning of the composing process there is a
blank piece of paper1 and at the end, there is a letter,
story, play, opinion paper, or any of the different forms a
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written product can assume.

Practitioners of the process

approach are interested in what takes place from the time
the writer begins to conceive an idea for writing to its
completion in a final form.

The writer can be perceived as

experiencing three separate stages of composition.

The

stages repeat themselves and overlap~ yet, they are
distinct.

(11:3-4)

The prewriting stage
The most common terms assigned to these writings in
the professional literature are prewriting, writing, and
rewriting.

Prewriting can span a period of minutes, hours,

or even months.

It is a time for playing with ideas, brain-

storming, and gathering information.

(2:102)

According to

Koch and Brazil, the prewriting phase includes a responding
to some stimuli, be it a person or event, which leads to a
desire to communicate.

It is a time for the writer to

discover both a topic and an audience.

The writer also

chooses a form for his conception at this stage.

(34:xi)

Murray prefers to refer to the prewriting phase as
"rehearsing," a term first used by his colleague, Donald
Graves, after his observations of children writing.
According to Murray, rehearsing is a time during which the
writer prepares himself for writing even before he is aware
of what the outcome will be.

This time involves a "special

awareness" of the writer in his subject matter even before
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he realizes how it will be used.

When an idea for writing

begins to evolve, this is a time for experimenting with
language, form, and voices which is an essential step in
capturing meaning.

It is a time for thought relationships

to be perceived by the writer which were not realized
previously.

(43:4-5)

Murray discusses four skills that the writer experiences
before performing what the layman calls writing.

The writer

needs to discover a subject, a skill which is facilitated by
being open to ideas.

Next, he must sense his audience, for

only in knowing whom he is addressing will he find the
appropriate design to transfer his thoughts to those of his
reader.

Now that the writer has discovered a subject and

his audience, he searches for specifics, concrete details,
which will help allow his ideas to be believable to his
audience.

Last, he must create a design for his material.

The plan may be on paper or in his mind, but the writer
needs to know "where he is going and how hets going to get
there."

(41:7)

The writing stage
The writing stage is where the ideas of the prewriting
phase are transcribed on paper.
that most writers experience:

Murray refers to a moment
"the awful moment of

writing • • • (when) you are revealed to yourself on the
page."

At this time the writer discovers the importance of
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the prewriting processes of "defining a subject," "sensing
an audience," "searching for raw materials," and "creating
a design."

Many professional as well as student writers

make up excuses for not committing themselves to the writing
stage.

In order to combat this "inertia," professional

writers establish writing deadlines for themselves and
establish routines for daily writing.

(41:9)

In a later work, Murray uses the term "drafting" for
the "writing stage" as he feels the term "implies the
tentative nature of our written experiments in meaning."
(43:5)

Through drafting the work, a writer discovers what

he has to say.

( 43: 5)

Peter Elbow, in Writing with Power, presents an opinion
about the writing stage of the process which implies that it
should be kept distinct from the revision stage.
Elbow's view of the writing process is that there are
two distinct parts:

the creative and the critical.

It is

rare when these two aspects operate in harmony at the same
time.

It is difficult to be generating thoughts and

criticizing the same thoughts simultaneously.

This difficulty

may lead to an impasse during which no writing is produced.
The best solution is to enable the creative and critical
aspects to operate independently.

First, there should be a

free flow of ideas transcribed on paper.

Then, the critical

eye can center and delete unnecessary material and revise
where indicated.

Both the creative and critical aspects of
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writing process are indispensible.
they need to operate separately.

To operate effectively,
(10:7}

The rewriting stage
The last stage of the writing process is that of
rewriting.

The first part of the rewriting process requires

the writer to stand apart from the work to see what it has
to say, and then to rework it so it flows in a clear and
graceful manner.

The second part proceeds from the broad

survey to the step-by-step editing.

The editor looks for

correct order, paragraph unity, clear sentences, and
appropriate word choices.

(43:11-12}

Koch and Brazil view the third part of the writing
process, which they call postwriting, as comprised of two
parts:

(l} criticizing, to determine whether the choices

made earlier are reflected in the work,

(2} proofreading, to

see if the writing meets external standards of punctuation,
spelling, neatness, etc.

(34:xi}

Writing process not linear
Sondra Perl explains that the writing process does not
occur in a linear manner.

It requires moving forward and

reaching backward, both of which serve to clarify the
writing.

Words are put down on paper and then they are read

and reflected upon so that further meaning can evolve.
(50:60}
Murray sees the entire process as a great circle.
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"Content comes before form, but the search for the right
form illuminates the content.

You know what you have to

say so you choose the word to say it, and in choosing the
word, you discover what you have to say."

(43:5)

Emig's study on composing processes of twelfth graders
Janet Emig's study, The Composing Processes of Twelfth
Graders (1971} is often cited as the seminal work in which
writers' behaviors, rather than the products of their
composings, were investigated.

Emig used the case study

method to examine the composing processes of eight twelfth
grade students.

The students were asked to compose aloud,

that being the chief means of externalizing their writing
behaviors.

Emig began her study with the assumption that

there are "elements," "moments," and "stages" within the
composing process that can be defined and characterized.
She explained that the categories describing stages of the
writing process evolved from her observations and "extensive
analysis" of the eight students in her case study.

(20:33}

Emig referred to her study as a "process within a
process," and viewed it as "a unique effort to utilize case
studies for eliciting data about how students behave as
they write."

(20:5}

Graves•study on composing processes of seven year olds
Donald Graves was the recipient of an NCTE Promising
Researchers' Award in 1973 for his dissertation on the
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writing processes of seven year old children.
In the introduction to his study, Graves tells what
research studies such as Braddock's Research in Written
Composition state about the type of research which should be
undertaken.

He points to their recommendation of "extensive

investigation of developmental issues, issues that focus
much more on individual differences than on 'proceduralmethodological' matters which have historically received
research emphasis."

Braddock recommended the case study

procedure as a means of investigating the psychological
dimension of writing.

(4:33)

In Graves' study, two informal and two formal second
grade classrooms were chosen as the objects of a five month
investigation.

The criteria for identifying the type of

classroom was based upon the degree of teacher intervention.
Eight children were the subjects for full case study
information; ninety-four children were studied for a more
limited amount of data.
Fourteen children were observed for a total of fiftythree writing episodes.

A single writing episode was

considered to consist of three phases of observation:
prewriting, composing, and postwriting.

The investigators

waited (a total of 250 hours) until a child exhibited
behaviors characteristic of a writing phase.

At that time,

the investigator would intervene and elicit information
from the child through questioning.
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Conclusions from the study included the following:
1. Informal environments give greater choice
to children. When children are given choice
as to whether they write or not as to what
to write, they write more and in greater
length than when specific writing assignments
are given.
2. Results of writing done in the informal
environments demonstrate that children do
not need motivation or supervision in order
to write.
3. The formal environments seem to be more
favorable to girls in that they write more,
and to greater length, than do boys whether
the writing is assigned or unassigned.
4. The informal environments seem to favor
boys in that they write more than girls in
assigned or unassigned work.
5. In either environment, formal or informal,
unassigned writing is longer than assigned
writing.
6. An environment that requires large amounts
of assigned writing inhibits the range,
content, and amount of writing done by
children.
7. The writing developmental level of the
child is the best predictor of writing
process behaviors and therefore transcends
the importance of environment, materials and
methodologies in influence on children's
writing.
(26:235)
At present, more case study research is being done with
older children.

Two examples are the studies of Perl (1979)

and Hayes-Flower (1979-80).
According to Graves, more information is needed on
children's behaviors during the writing process.

He feels

research about writing must not ignore context or process.
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Research describing the writing process can be of help to
teachers of writing, but it must be recognized that this
type of research is not science's.

Science procedures

cannot be transferred to social events and processes.
Teachers themselves, according to Graves, often want to
try informal research procedures.

They keep folders on each

child's writing, do daily observations of student growth, and
keep records of student conferences.

Graves believes that

much of this information is only one step away from more
formal research.

(26:915-18)

Applebee's report on high school observations regarding
prewriting and writing
Arthur Applebee's report (1981), Writing in the
Secondary Schools, is a survey study which employed the use
of questionnaire and direct observational techniques.

In

relation to the writing process, Applebee found that in the
classroom the time devoted to prewriting activities averaged
just over three minutes.

This included the period of time

when the teacher introduced the topic to when the students
began to write.

(2:74)

Activities designed to assist

students during the writing phase itself were almost
nonexistent.

In general, the English teachers gave more

help with the writing task than did those in the other
subject areas.

(2:90)

Applebee's survey shows that even though leaders in the
field have defined the writing process and have come to a
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consensus regarding the importance of that process, the
statistics show that methods for implementing the process
technique in the classroom are not being used.
Dewey's philosophy on the child's growth as related to the
writing process
The process approach to writing coincides with Dewey's
idea that education should focus on the development and
growth of the child.

The focus in the writing process is on

the development of the child through each stage

of the

process.
Dewey believes that the child's self-realization,
rather than the acquisition of knowledge and information,
should be an educational aim.

In guiding the child to make

his own discoveries concerning his message, the teacher is
contributing to the child's growth as a writer and to his
individual awakening and awareness.
The experience of the child is the main focus of
attention, rather than the subject matter approach for
Dewey.

Through the experience that is inherent in the

writing process, the child learns to express his thoughts
in writing.
For Dewey, the subject matter was viewed as an instrument to achieve growth.

In the process approach to writing,

the teacher is aware of the materials, environment, and
techniques necessary to guide the child through the processes
of writing.

The process approach bridges the gap between the
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subject matter of writing and the child's experience by
letting him experience the stages of the writing process
rather than imposing the subject matter upon him.

In the

process approach to writing, the child and the writing
curriculum can be viewed as two limits which define a
single process.

(27:9-11}

Contention one states that writing is a process.
Within the process are three stages:
and rewriting.

prewriting, writing,

The stages are not strictly linear in that

they repeat themselves and sometimes overlap~ yet, they are
distinct.

The research studies of Emig and Graves focused

on students while they were composing.

Studies involving

writing previous to these examined the written product
rather than the process of writing.

In both studies, the

case study method was employed.
Applebee's study showed that currently most teachers
are not implementing techniques for prewriting or assisting
students during the writing stage of the process.
The process approach to writing coincides more with
Dewey's ideas regarding child growth than with the
traditional paradigm of composition instruction.
Contention Two: Writin Has Dimensions
of Purpose and Speaker/Subject
Audience Relationships
James Kinneavy claims that the "purpose in discourse
is all important.

The aim of discourse determines everything
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else in the process of discourse."

(47:2)

However, writing

texts do not concentrate on the purposes of writing.

James

Britton and colleagues discovered that most of the English
textbooks they examined concentrated on the modes of
discourse rather than the larger purposes of the writing.
The traditional modes of narration, description, exposition,
and argumentation were acknowledged to be pervasive in
present texts and no widely accepted alternatives had been
recognized.

(5:3)

From the middle 1960's theorists and researchers,
notably Moffett (1968), Kinneavy (1971), Emig (1971), and
Britton and others (1975) have examined the purposes of
writing.

Although there are variances in their classifica-

tions and terminologies, their works are characterized more
by similarities than differences.

An explanation of their

ideas concerning purpose in writing is presented in order to
explicate the purpose dimension of writing.

Since the

dimension of audience has been regarded as paramount to
writing by some of the same authorities, a discussion of the
sense of audience then follows.
The dimension of purpose
Kinneavy did not imply that the traditional modes of
discourse were not important.

He saw the writer's skill in

narration, description, exposition, and argumentation as the
means for accomplishing a larger purpose.
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Kinneavy identified four purposes of discourse:
reference, persuasive, expressive, and literary.

Reference

discourse is concerned with facts and includes discourse
that is informative, technical, and problem solving.

Main

considerations are accurate representation of the subject
under discussion and the use of reasoning.

Persuasive

discourse focuses on the audience, and rather than concentrating on representing an actuality, it attempts to convince
the audience to take a certain action.

With expressive

discourse, one does not try to influence the audience~ it is
a revealing of the author's thoughts or viewpoint.

The

purpose of literary discourse is to create a written form
which is appreciated for its own merit.

(47:2-3)

Britten's study and the dimension of purpose
Britten's study entailed examination of over 2,000
scripts of students, ages 11-18, to determine the develop~
mental patterns in different kinds of writing.

The

researchers envisioned their first task as finding a system
of classification for the writing.

(5:52)

They rejected the traditional categories of narration,
description, exposition, and argumentation as a means of
classifying student writing, seeing them as prescriptive
rather than as a way of observing what students are actually
doing while writing.

They viewed the traditional categories

~s teing derived from the finisheJ products of professional
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writers and having little relationship to what happened as
the students wrote.

Another weakness of using the tradi-

tional modes for their study was the tendency of one mode
to fulfill the functions of another.

For example, descrip-

tion and narration often intermingle in prose writing.

In

addition, they believed that descriptive technical writing
differs radically from creative description.

(5:3-6)

The researchers decided upon a two dimensional model to
classify the writings.

They asked the questions:

the writing for?" and "Who is it for?"

"What is

They then defined in

detail the dimensions of function (What is it for?) and sense
of audience (Who is it for?).
The researchers used three function categories:
transactional, expressive, and poetic.

They defined

transactional writing as "language to get things done."

It

is writing that informs or persuades such as business
transactions, campaign speeches, recording of information,
or explanation of ideas.
Expressive writing is personal writing written for
oneself, as in a journal,

It is writing intended for a

close acquaintance who would be able to interpret the
implied meaning because of a close relationship to the
writer.

Expressive writing could be addressed to a wider

audience who shared the same views or values as the writer.
Examples would be a feature story in a newspaper or a piece
written for a special interest journal.

Expressive writing
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is free flowing and less structured than the other
categories.
Poetic writing has its own pattern and is essentially
an art form.

It exists for its own sake, but provides

satisfaction to the writer that is shared by the reader.
All parts of the work add to the unity of the whole.

An

analogy between the poetic and non-poetic is that of viewing
a painting and studying a map.

(6:88-91)

Correlations of purpose categories among Britton, Emig, and
Kinneavy
Janet Emig divided the purposes of discourse into two
modes of composing:

reflexive and extensive.

The reflexive

has to do with the writer's thoughts and feelings concerning
his experience:

"What does this experience mean?": the

extensive is the communicative role:

"How because of this

experience do I interact with my environment?"

(8:37}

Kinneavy's and Britton's expressive categories parallel
one another, and Emig's reflexive mode also is characterized
by writing of a personal nature.

Nancy Martin, who worked

with Britton, comments on the importance of the expressive
mode:
The expressive is basic. Expressive speech
is how we communicate with each other most
of the time and expressive writing, being
the form of writing nearest to speech, is
crucial for trying out and coming to terms
with new ideas. Because it is the kind of
writing in which we most fully reveal
ourselves to our reader--in a trusting
relationship--it is instrumental in setting
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up a dialogue between writer and reader
from which both can learn.
(9:26)
Britten's study found that students wrote predominantly
in the transactional mode (63.4%}.

Of the two other main

functions, poetic writing accounted for 17.6% while the
expressive mode only made up 5.5% of the samples.

(6:163}

Emig stated in her chapter on implications that most
American high school students have a very narrow writing
experience since the great majority of their writing is in
the extensive mode.

(20:97}

Further discussion of the expressive-reflexive mode and
its importance in the development of writing abilities is
given under the heading, "Writing is Developmental."
The dimension of audience
The dimension of audience is an important contention in
current writing theory.

As was mentioned in the discussion

of writing purposes, little attention likewise has been
given to the dimension of audience in English texts.
However, current authorities see that the language choices
made by writers must be directed by their awareness of the
speaker/writer/audience relationship.

Both Kinneavy and

Moffett refer to Aristotle's belief that persuasion is
contingent upon the writer's ability to establish a "desired
attitude" within the audience.

These writers do not limit

the importance of audience to persuasive writing, but extend
it to all types of discourse.

(8:3-4}
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In Brittan's study the audience categories used for the
writing samples were classified as follows:

(1) writing for

oneself, (2) trusted adult, (3) pupil-teacher dialogue, (4)
teacher examiner, (5) peer group, (6) public, and (7)
miscellaneous.
It was found that the majority of the writing in the
sample (about 95%) was for the teacher audience and the
largest percentage within that category (about 49%} was to
the teacher as examiner.

(5: 130-131)

Martin commented that the results of the study indicate
that students perceived the writing situation to be one of
assessment, and the implications point to testing rather
than learning as the main emphasis in secondary school
writing.

(37:22)

The second contention includes two key dimensions of
the writing process:

purpose and sense of audience.

The

dimension of purpose asks, "What is the writing for?" while
the audience dimension asks, "Who is it for?"
Although there is a difference in terminology among
those who have identified categories of function, the
categories basically coincide.

The expressive or reflexive

function is personal writing such as that found in a
journal or to an acquaintance.

Transactive or extensive

writing is writing that explains, informs, or persuades such
as business letters, reports, and essay tests.
The dimension of audience was classified by Britton
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into categories which included self, teacher, peer group,
and public.

Britton found that most students in his study

wrote in the transactive mode for a teacher-examiner
audience.
Emig found that in her case study of twelfth graders
that there was a predominance of writing in the extensive
mode which corresponded to Britten's findings.

Very little

school writing in the studies was found to be of a personal
nature, written for oneself or to a close acquaintance.
James Moffett's theory on function, audience, and the
writer's developmental level
·
James Moffett's Teaching the Universe of

Discourse

(1968) is a prime theoretical work underlying the composing
process.

This work, consistently cited in bibliographies

on the writing process, has inspired educators such as
Kenneth J. Kantor, member of Language Education at the
University of Georgia, who is lavish in his praise of
Moffett:
Moffett provided us with a truly "studentcentered curriculum" founded on a developmental theory of discourse and a commitment
to language interaction and production • • •
I have found myself returning to his work
so frequently (particularly Teaching the
Universe of Discourse) either for confirmation of my present thinking or inspiration
for new ideas. It may well be that in the
long run this quiet revolutionary will have
a greater impact on English teaching and
curriculum than any other single individual.
(33:29)

This writer perceives an aspect of Moffett's theory to
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be the integration of three concepts related to writing:
(1) function, "What is it for?" (2) audience, "Who is it
for?" (3) the writer's developmental level.
Although an explication of Moffett's theory seems
superficial in relationship to the complexity of his work,
an attempt is made to simplify the theory.

The reader is

encouraged to refer to The Universe of Discourse, itself.
Moffett's aspects of function and audience belong under
the second contention; however, the interrelationships of
function and audience to the student's level of development
are essential.

Further discussion of the developmental

contention of writing is given in the next subheading.
Moffett believes the "superstructure of discourse" has
to do with the relationships between speaker, listener, and
subject.

He uses the term, "abstracting," which refers to

selecting certain things from experience and letting others
go.

In the act of writing, the writer abstracts from his

experience, which leads to his selection of a subject for
writing.

He also abstracts for an audience.

Moffett refers

to abstracting from experience or the subject category as
the referential (function) and abstracting for an audience
as the rhetorical

( function) •

( 31)

Writing, for Moffett, is a developmental process.

The

development from lower to higher levels of abstraction may
correspond to maturation, but one may also progress through
the hierarchy at any time of life.

(39:25)
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In the referential hierarchy, the progression is from
writing of a concrete, experiential type to that of a high
level of abstraction.

It proceeds from "chronology"

(recordings of the present, narration, descriptions,
recordings of the past) to "analogy," (classifications,
generalizations) and ultimately to "tautology," (inferences,
hypotheses}.

The progression is viewed as movement from the

physical world of experience to the world of cognition
(thought processes) •

( 18)

The rhetorical function includes the following
categories:

"self," "one well known person," "small well

known audience," "larger known audience," "small unknown
audience," "large unknown audience."
The hierarchy of the rhetorical function progresses
from writing for oneself to writing for a large unknown
audience.
The two functions:

(1) moving from the physical world

of experience to the world of cognition, (2) moving from
writing to the audience of "self" to a "large, unknown
audience" often occur simultaneously.

(18}

An example given by Evelyn Wood may help to clarify
these concepts and illustrate the interrelationship between
the two.
The general topic of three writings by Wood was the
same:

the use of leisure time.

Wood's first writing was

written for herself and told why she chose reading mystery
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stories as a leisure time activity.

The second to her son

(one well known person) was a letter which included an
incident familiar to both of them concerning mystery
writing.

The last writing was directed to a wide audience

and discussed sources for commonality of leisure time
activities, what leisure time activities do for people.
(59)
The implications of this theory for writing instruction
are that students need experience-based writing for a
personal audience before advancing to more abstract writing
to a wide audience.
The need to progress through the hierarchies is not
limited to a student's maturation level, but applies to
adult writers as well.

Dr. Carolyn Copeland advised this

writer to personalize the first draft of this research
paper.

She suggested writing it for herself before

drafting it for a wider audience.

(9)

Her suggestion was

followed, and this writer perceives that drafting the script
for the different audiences provided an aid to writing.
Contention Three:

Writing is Developmental

The contention that writing is developmental is rooted
in cognitive theory.

Jean Piaget (1950, 1955, 1958), who is

identified with the major studies of cognitive thought,
explained that as human beings develop, so do their intellects.

Children go through different developmental stages
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or levels of mental operation.

Although the age ranges may

differ among children, generally speaking, the child from
eight to eleven engages in the level of concrete operations.
In order to learn at this level, the learning experiences
need to be structured in a very physical manner.

In the

next stage, the level of formal operations, roughly from
eleven to sixteen years, the child is able to reason in more
abstract terms.

The world of formal operations, with its

reasoning and hypothetical thinking, "brings with it the
world of the possible, of the future, and with this world
comes an increasing concern for values, ideas, and morals."
(51:97)

Piaget's idea of cognitive development is similar to
the abstracting theory of James Moffett.

The beginning

writer neets more concrete writing tasks such as those
provided when writing from experience.

As the writer's

thinking becomes more formalized, he ca.n progress to writings
of a more abstract nature.

Moffett gives a qualification to

the analogy between "stages of information" and "developmental
stages of growth."

Small children may, at times, demonstrate

a high level of inference in their thinking, although they
probably do not "think out" such inferences as adults might.
(39:23)

Another aspect of the contention that writing is
developmental is explicated in the work of Mina Shaughnessy,
Errors and Expectations, in which she documented the work
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she did with basic writing students at the City University
of New York (CUNY).

Shaughnessy comments on her discoveries

concerning basic writing students:
• • • I have reached the persuasion • • •
that basic writing students write the way
they do not because they are slow or nonverbal, indifferent to or incapable of
academic excellence, but because they are
beginners and must, like all beginners,
learn by making mistakes. These they make
aplenty and for such a variety of reasons
that the inexperienced teacher is almost
certain to see nothing but a chaos of error
when he first encounters their papers. Yet
a closer look will reveal very little that
is random or "illogical" in what they have
written. And the keys to their development
as writers often lie hidden in the very
features of their writing that English
teachers have been trained to brush aside
with a marginal code letter or a scribbled
injunction to "Proofread!" Such strategies
ram at the doors of their incompetence while
the keys that would open them lie in view.
This is not to say that learning to write as
a young adult does not involve hard work,
for certainly it does, but only that the
work must be informed by an understanding
not only of what is missing or awry but of
why this is so.
(53:5)
Janet Emig alludes to Shaughnessy's work when she
informs teachers that in order to view writing developmentally,
growth in writing needs to be assessed against its "developmental dimensions."

Emig feels an important task is to

recognize a mistake from what is termed a "developmental
error."

(34)

Barry M. Kroll, Assistant Professor of English at Iowa
State University, where his main teaching responsibilities
are in composition and English education, refers to the value
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of error in the "cognitive-developmental position which
views error as a 'window' into the mental processes involved
in language use."

Piaget was interested in children's wrong

answers and explored the processes by which they led them to
their responses.

The focus on the error is not on "what it

is (the answer itself) but on the how (the mental operations)."

"The fact that a writer makes an error is less

significant than how he or she came to make the error."
(17:53)

Kroll also relates the "cognitive-developmental"
approach to composition instruction to a theory of Dewey,
which maintains that educational development is facilitated
when students are involved in some prolonged period of
activity which involves solving a problem through thinking.
In a composition course based on "cognitive-developmental
theory" the teacher provides writing tasks which "extend
skills of thought and language."

Situations need to be

created in the classroom so students write for a purpose
and for an audience of peers or even a wider audience.

In

fulfilling these tasks, the students will probably make
mistakes, but these should be viewed as signs of development
that can lead to future growth through the intervention of a
knowledgeable teacher.

(35:20)

The third contention that writing is developmental is
related to Piaget's studies of cognitive thought.
According to Piaget, a child's thinking can grow to higher
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levels of abstraction only after he advances through prior
cognitive stages.

Thus, a child's learning experiences

should be of a concrete nature until he is ready to progress
to more abstract thought.

Piaget's theory of cognitive

development and Moffett•s language theory have similarities.
Both would agree, for example, that a young child or
beginning writer requires writings that are experienced
based before he can progress to writing of an abstract
nature.
Shaughnessy, Emig, and Kroll share the view that errors
are signs of development which can lead to growth through a
knowledgeable teacher's intervention.

Kroll saw parallels

between the "cognitive-developmental" approach to composition and Dewey's idea that growth comes through problem
solving.
Contention Four:

Writing is Thinking on Paper

Murray defines writing as "the process of using
language to discover meaning in experience and to communicate it."

(42:85)

The part of his definition which is most

closely related to the Fourth Contention is his emphasis on
meaning.

The best support for the accuracy of this conten-

tion is the testimony of authors who report that they have
discovered the meaning of their work through the process of
writing.
Murray cites fully forty-seven authors who have made
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this claim.

The following are representative:

Edward Albee: Writing has got to be an
act of discovery • • • • I write to find
out what I'm thinking about.
Robert Frost: For me the initial delight
is in the surprise of remembering something
I didn't know I knew • • • • I have never
started a poem yet whose end I knew.
Writing a poem is discovering.
E. M. Forster: How do I know what I think
until I see what I say?
Graham Greene: The novel is an unknown man
and I have to find him • • • •

c.

Day Lewis: First, I do not sit down at
my desk to put into verse something that is
already clear in my mind.
If it were clear
in my mind, I should have no incentive or
need to write about it • • • • we do not write
in order to be understood; we write to
understand.
Kurt Vonnegut:
It's like watching a teletype
machine in a newspaper office to see what
comes out.
Robert Penn Warren: A poem is an exploration
not a working out of a theme.
(42:101-103)
James Van Allen, a physicist, addressed the dir•=ctors
of freshman writing programs at the University of Iowa about
the importance of writing.

His statements point to writing

as a way of clarifying thinking:

"I am never so clear

about a matter as when I have just finished writing about
it.

The writing process itself produces that clarity."

( 56)

James McCrimmon, in a 1970 NCTE Distinguished Lecture,
focuses his message on "Writing as a Way of Knowing."

63
McCrimmon compares writing processes to speech processes.
When a person is in a serious subject and discusses a point
of view through speaking, some words are dropped and
sentences are reformulated while the speaker discovers what
he has to say.

The end of the conversation may be very

different from what it was conceived to be at the beginning.
Writing, like spoken communication, is a process in which
choices are made and through the sum total of those choices,
a pattern emerges.

(38:117-18)

Emig contends that writing is a mode of learning
because writing as process and product has certain attributes
that correspond to learning strategies.

She points to

Jerome Bruner (1977) and Lev Vygotsky (1962) who have
pointed out that the higher learning functions of synthesis
and analysis seem to develop more fully during the process
of writing.

(21:122)

Thus, a wide range of authors and theorists adhere to
the contention that writing is thinking on paper.
Contention Five:

Writing is Child Centered

Contention Five places the focus of writing instruction
upon the child.

In Contention Three, through discussion of

the theories of Piaget and Moffett, it has been shown that
in the new paradigm, writing is viewed as developmental.
(51:97)

The developmental level of the child is considered

in a child centered curriculum.

The child is given
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materials and is surrounded by activities which correspond
to his cognitive level.
The ideas of Dewey are evident in this contention.

In

the writing curriculum, the subject matter is not imposed
upon the child, but through the writing process itself, the
child and subject matter interact.

(11:11)

Each child can experience the process of writing in an
individual manner.

He can choose his subject matter for

writing from his own experience which has been enriched
through the guidance of a teacher-facilitator.

One of the

recommendations which grew out of the Dartmouth Conference
(1966) was that teachers should let children choose the
mode of composition that suited them.

Teachers were also

advised not to expect children to write on demand.

Rather,

writing should be taught as the various opportunities for it
arise naturally during the school day.

It was acknowledged

that the teacher needed a wide perspective upon the subject
matter if she was to structure meaningful experiences.
(1:229-30)

In his study cited earlier, Graves (1975) found

that students wrote more when the writing was not assigned,
adding support for Contention Five.

(26:235)

In fact, since 1915, the majority of authorities have
advocated that students choose their own topics for writing
on the basis of their own experience.

(29:5)

Burrows

(1950) maintained that through the choosing of their own
experiences, the child's individuality is maintained.
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Through writing, children are presented a creative outlet
for their experience.

Burrows stressed personal learning

values of writing which have been reinforced by Emig,
Graves, and the 1979 NCTE Committee on Writing Standards.
(29:5)
The orientation in the new writing paradigm is toward
writing which is based on experience.

To the extent that

experience is individual, it is the individual who must
provide the focus for instruction in the writing curriculum.
Contention Six:
Writing Needs the Right Environment
If the question were asked of those knowledgeable about
the process approach to writing, "In what kind of environment
does the most effective writing instruction take place?"
their answers might include mention of the teacher's role,
the students' interactions, the subject matter, and the
physical conditions of the classroom.

The presentation of

the last four contentions includes discussion of the above
factors.

At that point it is made increasingly evident

that the contentions are very interrelated.
The role of the teacher is the main point of focus in
Contentions Eight and Ten.

Contention Nine relates to the

importance of the child having classroom opportunities to
practice writing.

This contention concerns the physical

environment of the classroom and a classroom setting which
fosters a sense of community.
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Murray views the classroom as approximating a writing
laboratory or workshop.

He contrasts this view with the

traditional notion that the classroom teacher lectures
while the students listen.

Instead, Murray believes that

in successful writing instruction writing isn't merely
talked about, it is performed.

Furthermore, Murray contends

that the writing climate needs to be one in which the
students take a responsibility for their own learning.

They

need to be involved in the processes of prewriting, writing,
and rewriting and have the time to discover what their
writing has to say.

Paradoxically, the teacher who "teaches"

least, in the aspect of direct imposition of subject matter,
teaches most in an environment in which students are allowed
to teach themselves.

(41:103)

The classroom should have an abundance of materials:
dictionaries, books on writing, thesauruses, books to
stimulate ideas for writing, pictures, tapes, films,
revision pens, magic markers, colored paper, posters, and
attractive centers to display· student writing.

The

atmosphere should convey the idea that writing is important.
The "writing laboratory" needs to be set up so that the
students can do their work and the teacher can assist them
individually.

Ideally, the teacher should have a small

office partitioned off from the class, which enables him to
view the class while having student conferences.
Students need to be working individually in a quiet
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atmosphere at the time of drafting and "thinking on paper."
During prewriting and editing, the desks need to be moved
for group work.

(41:109-110)

From observing specific classrooms, Graves concluded
that the most important factor for promoting a standard of
excellence in writing was that "writing occurred in a
community."

Children had a role in giving specific

criticisms, and they were consulted about their own personal
knowledge.

When they spoke of their classroom, they used

the pronoun "we":
here."

"Well, when we finish, we put it over

(27:639)

The "sense of community" which Graves speaks about
brings to mind Dewey's view of the classroom as a "miniature
community" in which the children have a chance to participate as members of the classroom society.

(10:18)

They

need to be provided with real life writing experiences during
which they rely on one another for ideas and for assistance
with revision.

If the students take the responsibility for

publishing a newspaper or a book of writings, the members of
the class make genuine and necessary contributions to the
publication of the material.

In this activity, the class-

room mirrors a real life shared experience and, in effect,
becomes a smoothly functioning little society.

These

experience based activities are useful for teaching about
the operations of the larger society and about working
together in a spirit of cooperation.
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Contention Seven: It is Necessary
for the Child to Practice Writing
The 1974 NCTE Commission listed the following principle
in a position statement regarding the teaching of composition:
Learning to write requires writing:
writing practice _should be a major emphasis
of the course. Workbook exercises, drill
on usage, and analysis of existing prose
are not adequate substitutes for writing.
(44:219-20)

The gap between principle and practice is evident when
this statement is viewed against the findings of Applebee
and the classroom observations of Graves referred to earlier
in the study.

Graves stated that our preoccupations with

reading, workbooks, grammar, and spelling have led to the
lack of time spent on classroom writing.

(27:636)

In

addition, an absence of writing practice on the part of
elementary and secondary students has increasingly been
complained of by college instructors who are dissatisfied
with their students' writing.

(7:44)

Applebee (1981) found that even in English classes only
10% of observed class time involved paragraph-length writing.
(2:58)

Moffett devotes an entire chapter of his Teaching the
Universe of Discourse to the process of student writing.
His chapter is aptly titled:

"Learning to Write by Writing."

He contends, "• •• I believe, writing is learned in the same
basic way other activities are learned--by doing and by
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heeding what happens.

. . .n

{39:193)

Contention Eight: It is Necessary
for the Teacher to Practice Writing
A strong belief within the current paradigm is that the
teacher must partake in actual writing experiences.

Emig

states that a problem in composition teaching is that many
teachers themselves don't write.

They don't have experience

in the very process they are attempting to teach to others.
Emig believes that one cause of the problem is a lack of
teacher training institutions which offer courses in
composition.

{29:98)

Graves found the same lack of teacher preparation
courses:
In a random survey of 36 universities we
found that 169 courses were offered in
reading, 30 in children's literature, 21
in language arts and only two on the
teaching of writing.
{27:638)
Emig contends that teachers of English who have no
experience with composition err in several ways.
"underconceptualize" and

11

They

oversimplify 11 the writing process

so that outlining becomes prewriting, and marking surface
errors becomes revision.

{20:98)

Graves observed that a characteristic of schools that
had a good writing program was the presence of teachers who
"had high personal standards of craftsmanship."

Because

they themselves wrote, drew, or painted they had "an
artisan's view of the universe."

In their teaching there

70
were no "final states.

Information and material were

constantly evolving toward some expression of excellence.
Compositions • • • were not wrong, only unfinished."
(27:638)
Contention Nine: Writing is Expedited
When the Teacher Uses Positive Criticism
In a forward to Burrows' text (1939), They All Want to
Write, Frederick H. Bair, Superintendent of Schools,
Bronxville, New York states:
We must build by praise, but it must be
discriminating. Say something positive and
constructive, or nothing • • • • Our
function (as teachers) is not to pronounce
"This is right and this is wrong," but only
"Believe in yourself!" "Try it the way it
satisfies you." "Make it sound like you
and nobody else."
(6: ix)
The importance of praise and positive criticism is an
integral part of the current writing paradigm.

Emig states

that too often a student's writing is directed toward a
teacher who only criticizes the written product and who
doesn't support student efforts throughout the writing
process.

(20:97}

One of the twelve rules Lundsteen (1976) advocates and
believes could stand as a platform on which to build a
language arts program for children is positive response.
The students should have enjoyment while sharing stories and
reports, and they should appreciate one another's efforts
to select words and develop phrases which serve their
specific purposes.

Positive reactions from teachers and
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peers are seen as good sources for motivating students to
write more.
strengths.

Teachers help students by pointing out
Negative criticism should be avoided because it

implies personal rejection.

Rather than being provided

red-penciled corrections and authoritarian comments,
children should be helped to edit their own work.

If the

children are allowed to display their work, there is more
motivation for putting it in good form.

{36:3)

Moffett points to the importance of having students
regard errors as aids to development rather than signs of
failure.

He feels it is important for a student's needs to

feel successful, but he advocates learning by trial and
error.

While a student may learn a significant amount

through trial and error, he may not know how to make an
adjustment for the error.

This is where the teacher enters

and points out what the learner fails to see.

Even more

effective to learning, according to Moffett, is sequencing
trials (assignments) so that the learner can learn from
his own mistakes and apply his knowledge to a new situation.
If the student learns that errors are valuable and the
response of the teacher is "real and personal" it will not
leave him feeling empty, even if his efforts missed the
mark.

Since response is given during the writing process,

it can be applied to the revision of the product.
(39:198-200)
The evidence overwhelmingly supports positive response.
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Teacher and researcher Paul Diederich (1974) perhaps
summarizes this agreement most strongly and succinctly:
I believe very strongly that noticing and
praising whatever a student does well
improves writing more than any kind or
amount of correction of what he does badly,
and that is especially important for the
less able writers who need all the encouragement they can get.
(13:20)
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Chapter 4
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR TEACHERS OF WRITING
Suggestions for Classroom Use
Fortunately, the nine contentions of the current
paradigm of writing instruction are translatable to classroom practice.

Although this has been implicit throughout

the third chapter, in this chapter, selected practical
applications are detailed for the benefit of the classroom
teacher, and suggestions are made for obtaining further
resources.
The stages of the writing process:

prewriting, writing,

and rewriting, should all have time devoted to them in the
classroom.

At the beginning of Chapter 3, the traditional

and current writing paradigms were contrasted.

The differ-

ences seem to be especially apparent with respect to classroom implementation of the three stages of writing.

Within

both schools of thought, the student has a blank piece of
paper which is changed into a product during an interval of
time.

In the traditional approach, little instruction time

is spent before the product is turned in for grading
purposes.

In the process approach, the focus of instruction

is precisely on the period least stressed within the old
approach, the time the product is being conceived.

(12:31)

There are a wide range of resources available for
classroom strategies utilizable during each stage of the
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writing process; and, of course, bibliographies are usually
included at the end of each text.

Koch and Brazil's

Strategies for Teaching the Composition Process is
especially helpful for the middle and high school grades.
Within the state of Iowa, the Department of Public Instruction (DPI) has an excellent bibliography of practical
exercises for implementing the stages and is readily
available to Iowa school districts.

School districts whose

teachers have produced curriculum guides are usually willing
to share

their

work with districts undergoing curricular

revision.

Spirit Lake, Iowa School used models from the

following Iowa communities:

Marshalltown, Cedar Rapids, and

Iowa City.
The following strategies, found to be useful in the
author's eighth grade English classroom, are a brief
sampling of the available resources, all of which reflect
one or more contentions previously elucidated.
Prewriting
1.
day.

Students bring their own journals to class each

Three times a week, at least fifteen minutes of the

class period is devoted to journal writing on topics of each
student's choice.

The writings are not graded, but credit

is given for the writing itself.

The journal writings are

an excellent student resource for future development of
topics.
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2.

In either a class or small group situation,

students brainstorm (by listing whatever comes to mind)
their ideas on the following topic:
do in my lifetime."

"What I would like to

From that list they circle those

activities which could be completed in a day.

Then, these

preferences, which could be completed within an hour, are
circled.

Many topics for future writing can be selected in

accordance with the students' own priorities and through
sharing ideas
3.

with others.

Students bring an object in a paper bag to class.

By asking questions referring to the five senses, the class
discovers the contents of the bag, and more importantly,
a prewriting activity for descriptive writing will have been
provided.
Writing stage
1.

The class is divided into pairs of students.

Each

person dictates a personal experience to his partner while
the other transcribes it onto poster board.

If these

transcriptions are to be displayed, this activity can also
be used in the revising stage.
2.

Students are divided in groups to write a short

play scene.

They may adapt a story from literature or

create their own material.

Each student is responsible for

writing the dialogue for the character he plays in the scene.
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Rewriting stage
1.

The class is divided into pairs to respond to one

another's writings.

The Praise/Question/Polish (PQP)

method of William D. Lyons, Language Arts Coordinator of
the Iowa City Public Schools, is employed.
Praise: What do you like about my paper?
Question: What questions to you have about
my paper? Polish: What kinds of polishing
do you feel my paper needs before it can be
published?
Similar methods found in the works of Murray, Emig, and
Martin may be substituted.
2.

Students write a description of a room at home.

After the group has divided into pairs, each partner
attempts to draw a plan of his partner's room.

If it is

determined that a clear plan has been drawn, the writing
will have met the criteria of specificity.
3.

Students have an individual conference with the

teacher while others write in their journals.

Murray

suggests that the teacher ask the student what he perceives
the problem of the paper to be.

The next question would be,

"How do you think you can solve it?"

The student makes a

tentative diagnosis of his problem, but the teacher is there
to help if the student should require more direction.
(41:150-1)
Contention Two referred to two dimensions of writing:
function, "What is it for?" and sense of audience, "Who is
it for?"

The following activities provide experiences in
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these two dimensions:
1.

Students write the same topic (1) in a journal to

themselves,

(2)

in a letter to a trusted friend,

(3) in a

letter to the editor of a newspaper.
2.
ties.

Students write letters to their favorite personaliThese may be sports figures, authors, members of the

entertainment world, or other public figures.

If replies

are received, they are photocopied and made into a bulletin
board display.
3.

Students write letters to a younger class, a pen

pal from another country, or class members from the same
grade in another town.

In this computer age, perhaps pen

pals from two classes in different towns could be matched
according to an interest category.
4.

Students write to magazines, newspapers, or

personalities expressing their views.

For example, during

the wrestling season, the team members may write to the
newspaper expressing a desire for more publicity.
Contention Three, that writing is developmental,
indicates a substantial amount of experience based writing,
especially through the middle grades as recommended by
Moffett, Emig, and Britton.

Even an adult writer will often

find it helpful to personalize a piece of writing (write it
for himself) before writing it in a more abstract manner to
a general audience.
Contention Four, that writing is thinking on paper,
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opens up a whole range of writing possibilities for subjects
throughout the curriculum.

Teachers in the different

subject areas need to realize that writing can serve as an
aid to learning as well as an activity which produces a
product.

The journal writing technique, for example, could

be adapted to many subjects.
Moffett calls writing "inner speech" and urges teachers
to provide plentiful thinking activities, a wide range of
reading matter, and an array of physical and social experiences.

In these ways, students' inner speech will have much

to reflect from the outside.

Moffett believes "deepening

and clearing thought undercuts the familiar writing
problems."

(40:278-9)

~he functioning of all the activities are contingent on
a supportive classroom climate in which positive criticism
is the rule and students work in a spirit of cooperation.
The guidance of the teacher is essential in establishing
this environment, as was previously argued in the discussions
of Contentions Six and Nine and of the selected works of
Dewey.
These are but a sampling of recommendations which, it
is hoped, will serve as a starting point for teachers who
wish to adhere to the nine contentions of the new paradigm
identified and explained within the present study.
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Suggestions for Further Training
in the state of Iowa
Because of the previous lack of composition courses in
some teacher training institutions, many teachers have not
had the training they need in composition instruction.
Workshops such as the SlWP, available at various sites
throughout Iowa during the summer, and the CEMROL

workshop

available from the DPI to Iowa schools through the Area
Education Agencies, provide experience for teachers in the
teaching of writing.

The Iowa universities (this author is

familiar with the teaching of writing courses at the
University of Northern Iowa and the State University of Iowa)
provide in depth instruction in the writing process.
M. Kroll, Assistant Professor of English at Iowa State
University, has been cited previously in this paper
regarding his literature on the relationships between
writing and cognitive-developmental theory.

Barry
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Chapter 5
SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS
An increased interest in the teaching of writing has
been apparent within the last several years.

Some observers

have even referred to a "writing crisis," citing evidence
such as lower test scores on national assessments and many
reported cases of poor writing skills of incoming freshmen.
As a result, composition became an area for federal funding.
Teacher training courses have been initiated, and remedial
writing courses have appeared in college curricula.

A

significant survey report indicated that surprisingly
little writing was being performed in high schools.

At the

same time, researchers and writing authorities produced an
unprecedented amount of literature related to writing
instruction.
It has been argued that a paradigm shift has taken
place.

The heart of this paper is the identification and

explication of the current central contentions regarding
writing instruction.

These are seen as an accurate and

useful portrayal of the new paradigm.

Although some of the

contentions have been shown to be rooted in philosophies
developed in the past, most notably in the work of Dewey,
they have recently received new focus through the ideas of
authorities such as Moffett, Britton, Graves, and Emig.
A series of recommendations for classroom teaching are
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presented and it is shown that a wealth of material is
available for those wanting to pursue future study.
By explicating the contentions and bringing in the
authoritative opinion and theory underlying them, it is
hoped that a strong point of reference has been provided
for those individuals involved with the day to day task of
writing instruction who may wish to refine or improve the
quality of their teaching.
It is hoped that this study demonstrates the interconnectedness of theory and practice and will enable other
teachers to develop reasons for performing or rejecting its
teaching implications.
Some properties of the composing process have been
introduced with little more than surface explication due to
the necessarily limited scope of the study.

Prewriting, for

example, could have been explained in a study of its own.
Some conditions of the contentions may be seen as
arbitrary.

Other researchers may perceive them differently

with respect to number, organization, and/or focus.
The study was made by a teacher living in a northwest
Iowa community.

Teachers in different parts of the country

may have reason to view the contentions differently.

For

example, it would be interesting to have a similar study
made by a teacher in an inner city school.
Further research on the writing process is indicated.
Case and longitudinal studies which focus on individuals as they
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compose are needed to derive additional information about
the composing processes of students in the elementary grades
through college.
A teacher employing the process approach to writing
should have some economical method of identifying that
subject matter which has been indirectly presented through
the process.

In the traditional lesson plan, objectives are

stated for each lesson.

With the process approach, the

subject matter is brought to the child at an opportune time
in the child's development.

This bridging of the subject

matter to the class can apply to the whole class.

It would

facilitate teaching organization if there were some means of
classifying where the class and individuals had been in
relation to a subject matter.
The development of ways of evaluating writing based on
the process approach is also indicated.

The standards of

evaluating the product may need to be reexamined.
Many of the ideas implicit in the present paradigm had
their beginnings at least a century ago.

Although we view

history from a different perspective from earlier generations, there is value in seeing some of the parallels
between the past and present.

Throughout the past century,

there have been educators who have stressed the importance
of putting the child at the center of his own learning, in a
curriculum based on experience.
With the emergence of the new paradigm, it is important
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for teachers to realize that it needn't merely serve as a
replacement of the traditional view.

Dewey warned against

the polarization of thought, and today, as in his time, it
is important to use past knowledge in ways that are useful
to the present.

There is much of worth in the subject

matter of the past, and users of the process approach
should present a way to bridge the gap between the subject
matter and the child's experience.
The experience of implementing the new paradigm in the
Spirit Lake School during the past two years has given this
author and her colleagues reason to be optimistic about
students' future writing abilities in spite of some of the
dire predictions alluded to earlier.

That students are able

to express their thoughts in writing is evidenced through
examination of their writing folders, weekly writings in
a section of the local newspaper, and booklets containing
a substantial collection of kindergarten through twelfth
grade student writing.
It is hoped that other teachers, through the explanations and recommendations of this study, will be moved to
implement their conceptions of the paradigm in their classrooms and discover for themselves the joy, rewards, and
successes that can be experienced from using this approach.
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APPENDIX A
WHY TEACH WRITING?
In the past year our committee has shown progress.

The

curriculum sessions have not been without frustration, but
by the end of the year we had focused on the writing strand
of the language arts program.

After studying more about

writing this summer, I am convinced that a plan of writing
instruction needs to be implemented throughout the grades.
I'd like to share my thoughts about the importance of teaching writing which have taken shape while studying the subject
at UNI this summer.
It is apparent that many high school graduates do not
know how to write.

At UNI a writing competency test has

been established as a graduation requirement as an outgrowth
of the poor writing exhibited by a significant amount of
students.

Courses have been designed to help the students

pass a test of basic discourse:

thesis statement; support-

ing points; introduction, body, and conclusion; diction;
sentence structure; and mechanics.

This is an admirable

remedial measure for UNI, but if students were better
schooled in the writing process in the grades, these
measures would not be necessary.

It is only fair to both

our college and employment bound students that we equip
them to express their thoughts clearly, logically, and
correctly.
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Another reason why we should teach writing is that it
is a process that can indeed be taught.

All writers from

elementary to professional go through various stages of
composing.

The prewriting stage is where a subject and

audience are discovered and a design is created.

Next

comes the actual writing and finally the rewriting.

We

need to structure our classes so this process can be
realized by our students.

There is nothing mystical about

the writing act~ but when the craft is taught, the great
ideas will have a means to be expressed.

It is our respon-

sibility to provide a climate for writing, so this process
can be realized.
Finally, we should teach writing because it is within
our abilities to provide evaluation for our students without
becoming miserably overburdened.

Too many teachers have

refrained from assi~ning written work because of the
insurmountable task of grading papers.

There are alterna-

tives to the tedious red letter markings and all indications
point to their effectiveness.

Peer evaluation and holistic

(whole paper) scoring are two methods which free the
teacher, but the greatest help to the student is his own
commitment to the rewriting process.
We need to teach writing in our K-12 language arts
because our graduates should know how to express their
thoughts in writing.

Writing should be taught because it

is a process that can be taught and because current
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evaluation methods are more realistic for both the teacher
and the student.

We as a committee have already decided on

a direction, and to see measurable results when the writing
curriculum is implemented in our classrooms should be a
goal worth working toward.
Intended for the
Spirit Lake School's
Language Arts
Committee comprised
of teachers K-12
Fall, 1980
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APPENDIX B
AND LET THEM WRITE
An experienced, elderly English teacher and I were
taking a curriculum course together in 1975, the summer
before I began teaching again.

She looked intently at me

after we had discussed what to include in an English
curriculum and pleaded, "And let them write."

The statement

has become especially meaningful this year as we have
· implemented our new writing program.
The idea that students learn to write by writing is not
new.

Mark Twain said there are three rules for learning to

write, "Write, write, and write."

Writing is a skill that

needs practice, and the nationwide focus on writing as a
process has produced a field of usable knowledge, much of
which was already known but which has taken on new
importance.
Most of us have felt the anxiety of staring at a piece
of blank paper trying to communicate our thoughts.
is hard work!

Writing

There is much merit in experiencing the

writing process as a teacher in order to empathize with
students when they go through essentially the same process.
Research views writing as a process which third graders
as well as professional writers experience.

We as teachers

need to be as concerned with the processes of prewriting,
writing, and rewriting as we are of the product which the
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student hands in.
During prewriting we need to help the student discover
a subject.

Through discussion, brainstorming, literature,

or the various creative vehicles derived from writing
literature, we can stimulate our students and abate the
problem of "I can't think of anything to write."

The

student also should sense the audience whom he is addressing
and recognize that the tone and purposes will vary among
different readers.

Finally, in prewriting, we can help the

student to create a design in which he makes the subject
truly his own.

This is when he needs to see the relation-

ship between ideas and the way they fit together so that
order replaces disorder.

Finding the right plan often is

accompanied by a struggle, and teacher direction and
enc,,ur age men t are of ten needed.
If the stage has been set in the prewriting phase, the
second phase of writing itself should progress relatively
smoothly.

Some students will follow a brief listing of

ideas formulated in the prewriting phase; others may have
the plan available in their minds.

Many will stop to find

the appropriate word or phrase and roughly revise, but the
flow of thought is importar.t and interruptions should be
minimal.
The phase of rewriting means closely reading the rough
draft and deletin~ unnecessary portions and reworking where
necessary.

Clarity of thought should be given priority
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followed by attention to mechanics and spelling.

The

student may read aloud to himself or have either students
or the teacher go over his work with ~1im before writing the
final copy.
The process of writing has been completed and now there
is a product.

Not every writing activity needs to culminate

with a product as certain writing experiences may lend
themselves to a particular phase.

Praising what is right

about the product or the student's attention to the process
is a great motivation for continued improvement.

Students

also respond to genuine audiences for their writing:

their

peer group, a respondent to their letters, the newspaper,
or writing booklet audiences.
This year the writing booklet and the Writer's Corner
in the Beacon are tangible evidences of our students 1
products; however, all year many of us have communicated
our joy in discovering our students' abilities.
them write.

It's been a very good year.
Written to the
Spirit Lake, Iowa
School faculty
June, 1981

We 1 ve let

